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The Cooperative Principle is one of the important theories in pragmatics. Over 
the past several decades, researchers, both at home and abroad, have applied it and its 
maxims to all kinds of lingual phenomena, such as euphemism, irony, humor, lie, 
vogue words, etc. However, the application of the Cooperative Principle and its 
maxims to the conflict talk does still not draw wide public attention of the researchers. 
Quite often, the conflict talk happens between people. The conflict talk is a special 
way for people to communicate with each other and it has great influences on 
interpersonal relationship. As a result, emphasizing the research on the conflict talk is 
so significant for the interpersonal relationship that the present thesis plans to explore 
the application of the Cooperative Principle and its maxims to the conflict talk 
between couples. 
Based on the data collected from American TV series Desperate Housewives, the 
present thesis adopts the quantitative, qualitative, and contrastive study to analyze the 
conflict talk between couples in pragmatics. It explores the application of the 
Cooperative Principle and its maxims to the conflict talk between couples, and it also 
discusses the gender difference in the violation of the Cooperative Principle and its 
maxims in the conflict talk between couples, and then it analyzes what causes the 
gender difference. There are three parts in the thesis in all, including four chapters. 
The first part, consisting of introduction and the first chapter, introduces research 
background, purposes and significance, and theory framework. Meanwhile, it defines 
the Cooperative Principle and the conflict talk, explores researches on the Cooperative 
Principle and its maxims and the conflict talk both at home and abroad, and explains 
reasonable, the reasonable party, and language strategy. 
The second part only includes chapter two. It takes the conflict talks from the TV 
series Desperate Housewives as examples to examine the application of the 















The last part contains chapters three and four. It concretely analyzes the conflict 
talk between couples in the TV series Desperate Housewives. Chapter three describes 
the research methodology and results, comprising the research subjects, methodology, 
data collection and analysis, and research results. The present thesis builds up a 
corpus with 162 conflict clips of 14 couples from the TV series Desperate 
Housewives, and carries out the quantitative, qualitative, and contrastive analysis. 
Then it comes to the results of data analysis. Chapter four mainly discusses the 
research results and gives implications to both the couples and their mediators. On 
one hand, the research results show that the couples prefer to use language strategy 
differently and they also tend to violate the maxims of the Cooperative Principle 
differently when they both violate the Cooperative Principle and its maxims. On the 
other hand, the research results give some implications to both the couples and their 
mediators. For one thing, having a clear idea about the difference between different 
genders in the conflict talk between couples, the couples can decrease or even avoid 
the conflict talk in their daily lives, and then meliorate the interpersonal relationship 
between them. At last, the couples can live harmoniously in their marriage. For 
another, the marriage mediators can mediate the couples directly from the lingual 
perspective and enhance the efficiency of their work when they understand the gender 
difference in the conflict talk between couples. 
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1. Research Background 
The Cooperative Principle, abbreviated as CP, was originally put forward by 
Herbert Grice, an Oxford philosopher, in his William James lectures which were 
delivered at Harvard in 1967. It has four maxims: quantity, quality, relation, and 
manner. It is considered to be a key principle of conversational implicature theory in 
pragmatics, which makes research on it a fertile land. In view of it, a lot of researchers 
(Harnish, 1976; Leech, 1983; Levinson, 1983; Horn, 1984; Michell, 1984; Atlas, 1989; 
Grandy, 1989; Ervin, 1990; Rundquist, 1992; Sarangi et al, 1992; Sperber et al, 1995; 
Mary, 1996; Bach, 1999; Kenneth, 2001; Mey, 2002) have been setting out to study in 
the field of CP for the last several decades. It is such a general principle that all 
conversational participants are expected to observe it. In practice, however, CP and its 
four maxims are not always observed, instead, sometimes they are violated which 
gives rise to conversational implicature. Even so the cooperation still exists if the 
participants have common goals or accept direction in their conversation. 
Conflict is quite common. It is likely to happen between individuals or different 
groups when the two parties do not have the same idea, value, desire or goal and try to 
convince the other party. It happens in all walks of life every day. For example, the 
boss conflicts with his or her employee, and there are also some other conflicts 
between the teacher and the student, the salesman and the customer, the doctor and the 
patient, and even between you and your friend or the family members. When the 
conflict deals with conversation, it comes to the conflict talk, abbreviated as CT, 
which has been studied by many both foreign researchers (Eisenberg, 1981; Schiffrin, 
1985; Corsaro et al, 1990; Eder, 1990; Grimshaw, 1990; Labov, 1990; Vuchinich, 
1990; Hutchby et al, 1991; Piazza, 2006) and Chinese researchers (赵英玲, 2004; 冉
永平, 2010a; 冉永平, 2010b; 李成团 等, 2011) in the field of linguistics. As the 















about their family life that may be marriage, children’s education, job, and so on. In 
fact, there are five top reasons for marital conflict: a failure of communication, 
financial difficulties, sexual difficulties, problems with in-laws, and disagreements 
over child rearing (Schaefer, 2008). The conflict talk between couples has great 
influence on their relationship. On one hand, it will and can destroy their marriage if 
the couples have a heated and uncontrollable conflict talk. On the other hand, the 
relationship between couples will be strengthened and the couples may and will face 
up to their future difficulties if they solve their conflict talk in a certain right way each 
time.  
In recent years, the rate of divorce seems more and more increasing both at home 
and abroad. Hopper found that although divorced individuals usually mentioned only 
one or two motives for their divorce, in his view: “Divorce situations were immensely 
complex--- so complex and indeterminate that any number of outcomes could have 
resulted.” (1993, 803) No matter what reason the divorce is for, the destructive effect 
of the conflict talk between couples about their family life should not be ignored. 
Hence, it is considerably necessary to study CT between couples. There are some 
foreign researches (Acitelli, 1988; Kurt et al, 2000) on CT between couples in 
sociology and psychology, but to this day, few studies of CT between couples have 
been conducted in linguistics. In China, most previous researches (何秀梅, 2008; 朱
晓琴, 2008; 朱晓琴, 2010) related to CT between couples were mainly in the 
framework of pragmatics, but they followed the theories of Speech Act, Politeness, 
Exchange Structure, and Turn-taking Structure. The present thesis will be different 
and new. It plans to analyze CT between couples with the theory of CP. When CP is 
applied to CT between couples, how will the former embody in the latter, and what 
language phenomenon will be found? Trying to make it, the present thesis intends to 

















2. Purposes and Significance of the Present Study 
Based on the previous researches on both CP and CT, the present paper attempts 
to study the application of CP to CT between couples in the TV series Desperate 
Housewives, aiming at achieving several purposes as follows: 
Firstly, the present thesis makes an attempt at enriching the research of CP. Since 
CP was born, it has been studied by a large number of linguistic researchers who have 
applied it to various different kinds of conversation. However, few researches on the 
application of CP to CT between couples have been carried out, so it still remains 
large space to be explored. And the present thesis hopes to broaden its coverage of 
research. 
Secondly, the present thesis is to present both the observation and violation of 
CP in CT between couples by citing a vast sum of examples from the TV series 
Desperate Housewives. That intends to show a vivid picture of how the couples 
observe and violate the maxims of CP in their conflict talk.  
Thirdly, the present thesis is to provide implications for the couples and their 
mediator by exploring the gender difference on the conflict talk between couples 
when they violate CP. It is far from enough to only know the application of CP to CT 
between couples. What is more important is to put whatever has been found in the 
study into practice. As a result, the present thesis should elaborate the implications for 
the couples and their mediator based on the findings of this study. 
Last but not least, the present thesis attempts to answer the following questions: 
first, what’s the gender difference when the couples violate CP in their conflict talk? 
Second, what language strategies do males and females respectively prefer to use in 
their conflict talk when they both violate the maxims and why? Next, in terms of 
reasonableness, who is more likely to violate the maxims when the couples have the 
conflict talk and why? Last, in terms of the maxim types, which one is violated more 
by the couples, and who violates it more and why?  
The present thesis is not to create a brand new perspective. Its ideas are 















significance, too. First, no studies in China have examined the role of CP and CT 
between couples till now. Second, it enriches the research of CP by investigating it in 
the conflict talk between couples to some extent. Third, it provides suggestions for the 
couples and their mediator. Last, its research results supply significant reference for 
researchers to make further effort into this new field.   
3. Overview of the Thesis 
The present thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter one reviews the relevant 
researches concerning the Cooperative Principle and the conflict talk. It introduces the 
definitions of CP, CT, reasonable and the reasonable party, and presents the researches 
on CP and CT both at home and abroad, and then provides some information about 
the conflict talk between couples, and it also discusses the language strategy. Chapter 
two takes numbers of the conflict talks between couples from the TV series Desperate 
Housewives as examples to dwell on the application of CP to CT between couples, 
including both the observation and violation of the maxims. The next chapter, chapter 
three, gives information about the research subjects, methodology, procedures, and 
results in detail. In the final chapter, both the major findings of this research and the 
implications emerged from the present study are discussed. What’s more, both 
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Chapter One Overview of the Literature 
 
    This chapter will review the relevant theories and researches concerning the 
Cooperative Principle and the conflict talk. First of all, it introduces the definition of 
the Cooperative Principle put forward by Grice, and then it dwells on the researches 
of CP both at home and abroad. Second, it defines the conflict talk proposed by some 
prominent scholars, and then elaborates the researches of CT both at home and abroad 
and CT between couples. Next, it explains what reasonable, the reasonable party, and 
language strategy refer to in this present thesis. These efforts on the whole form the 
theoretical basis of the present thesis.  
1.1 The Cooperative Principle 
Herbert Paul Grice, who was an Oxford philosopher, originally suggested the 
theory of conversational implicature in his 1961 article The Causal Theory of 
Perception. In that article, Grice writes that “One should not make a weaker statement 
rather than a stronger one unless there is a good reason for so doing.” But it was in his 
William James lectures which were delivered at Harvard in 1967 that he formally 
presented the theory of conversational implicature to the public. Part of these lecture 
came out in 1975, entitled Logic and Conversation. A second part appeared in 1978 
with the title of Further Notes on Logic and Conversation (姜望琪, 2000: 34-35). 
And in his theory of conversational implicature, Grice observes that human 
communication is essentially governed by some norms and principles. At last, he 
labeled it “the Cooperative Principle” which has four maxims: quantity, quality, 
relation, and manner. It is considered to be a key principle of conversational 
implicature theory in pragmatics and a lot of researches are on it. 
1.1.1 The Definition of the Cooperative Principle 
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happens everywhere in every possible speech situation, like over the telephone, online, 
and face-to-face, and it appears among strangers, friends and families. Grice observes 
that some norms and principles essentially govern the human communication. Firstly, 
he finds our talks do not normally consist of a succession of disconnected remarks, 
instead, a successful talk does comprise a series of connected remarks. Secondly, he 
believes that a successful talk requires all the participants to make cooperative efforts. 
Next, each participant recognizes in them, to some extent, a common purpose or set of 
purposes, or at least a mutually accepted direction, which may be fixed from the start, 
(e.g. by an initial proposal of a question for discussion), or may evolve during the 
exchange, or may fairly definite, or may be so indefinite as to leave very considerable 
latitude to the participants (as in a casual conversation) (Grice, 1975: 44). In order to 
achieve the mutual purpose or direction, the participants have to observe some norms 
or principles. Consequently, Grice proposed a basic principle governing conversation 
which participants will be expected to observe regardless of their cultural background, 
namely: Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at 
which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which 
you are engaged (Grice, 1975: 44). And he termed it THE COOPERATIVE 
PRINCIPLE. That is to say, it is assumed that in a conversation every participant will 
cooperate with each other when making their contribution. It is the cooperation of the 
participants that makes their talk carry on consistently and significantly (何兆熊, 
1989: 147).  
In order to explain further the Cooperative Principle, Grice borrows from the 
German philosopher Immanuel Kant four categories: quantity, quality, relation and 
manner (姜望琪, 2000: 38). That is, the CP is specified from those four aspects. And 
the content of each category is known as “maxim” which goes towards making a 
speaker’s contribution to the conversation “co-operative”. The four maxims are 
respectively in the following: 
First of all, the maxim of Quantity is concerned with the quantity of information 
to be provided. It has two specific maxims:  
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conversation.  
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is necessary.  
In fact, Grice has some doubts as to the necessity of the second maxim. First, to 
be over informative may not be a transgression of the CP but merely a waste of time. 
Second, there is a later maxim concerning relevance, which ensures that no excess of 
information will be given to lead to any side effects or cause any confusion. 
Next, the maxim of Quality requires you try to make your contribution one that is 
true. Just like the maxim of Quantity, it has two specific maxims, too: 
1. Do not say what you believe to be false. 
2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 
Compared to the maxim of Quantity, Grice does not offer any comment here. 
After presenting all the maxims, however, he suggests that the observance of Quality 
maxim is a matter of greater urgency than is the observance of others. He said, “A 
man who has expressed himself with undue prolixity would, in general, be open to 
milder comment than would a man who has said something he believes to be false. 
Indeed, it might be felt that the importance of at least the first maxim of Quality is 
such that it should not be included in a scheme of the kind I am constructing; other 
maxims come into operation only on the assumption that this maxim of Quality is 
satisfied.” (姜望琪, 2000: 39-40) Perhaps that consideration is the reason why some 
researchers make Quality the first maxim in their presentations of the theory. 
Then, the maxim of Relation asks you to make sure that whatever you say is 
relevant to the conversation at hand. It has just a single maxim, that’s, be relevant. 
Grice thinks the maxim itself is terse, but its formulation conceals a number of 
problems that exercise him a good deal: questions about what different kinds and 
focuses of relevance there may be, how these shift in the course of a talk exchange, 
how to allow for the fact that subjects of conversation are legitimately changed, and 
so on (姜望琪, 2000: 40). 
Finally, different from the above maxims, the maxim of Manner does not relate 
to what is said but to HOW what is said is to be said (姜望琪, 2000: 40). It expects 
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